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U R B A N  R E G E N E R A T I O N  IN 
B A R C E L O N A  DURING T H E  
E I G H T I E S  
ARCHITECTS WHO FROM THE OUTSET HAVE PLAYED 
AN IMPORTANT PART IN THE DESIGN OF OPEN 
SPACES HAVE CONTRIBUTED TO THE CREATION OF A 
CULTURAL SETTING. THE INTEGRATED VIEW OF 
EACH AND EVERY ONE OF THE ELEMENTS MAKING 
UP A SPACE, INSTEAD OF THE PREVIOUS SECTORIAL 
VIEW OF EACH FIELD OR SPECIALITY, HAS BEEN A 
CHARACTERISTIC FEATURE OF THE PERIOD. 
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he city of Barcelona has recov- 
ered enormously in the last fifte- 
en years. The fact that an overall 
view of the Barcelona conurbation shows 
how small the redeveloped areas are and 
how much still remains to be done shoutd 
not lessen the pride in the work comple- 
ted when we compare the before and af- 
ter. The results can be seen in a simple 
-but long- walk around already existing 
neighbourhoods that have concentrated 
interventions. 
This i s  not something unusual; i t  forms 
part in Europe of what we might call the 
period of renewal in our cities. We could 
say, very briefly, that the significant 
events taking place in European cities 
during the eighties were headed by the 
redevelopment of areas that had fallen 
into disuse. Indeed, unlike the overriding 
need for new housing to accommodate 
the population growth of the fifties, or the 
planning utopia of the sixties and seven- 
ties -coinciding with large-scale works on 
communications networks-, the eighties 
everywhere were characterized by more 
specific, or, i f  you like, less globalizing 
projects. For one thing, changes in the in- 
ternal logic of some of the large consu- 
mers of urban land (such as industry, rail- 
ways and ports) had left enormous 
central or strategically placed areas free 
to be reused. At the same time, hasty, un- 
planned development of housing estates 
during the fifties and sixties, along with 
the open wounds of new and often unfin- 
ished communications infrastructures, had 
left large tracts of semi-wasteland. Not 
surprisingly, then, the efforts of 
cians, professionals and economic agents 
have concentrated on giving new life to 
these areas. 
But in the case of Barcelona, one of the 
most remarkable characteristics was the 
decision to make the open spaces the 
core of this regeneration and, even more, 
the idea that by bringing order to this 
space one could absorb the modern city's 
tendency towards functional disorder and 
turn it into something more positive. This 
disorder has the added value of its ran- 
dom relations, which are far more enrich- 
ing than those offered by the theoretical 
city organisation by functions. This 
approach to town-planning is  especially 
significant at a time when fashions are 
swinging between the concentration of 
activities in mammoth thematic construc- 
tions and the veneration of buildings for 
their own sake. At the VI International 
Biennial of Architecture held recently in 
Buenos Aires, it was even suggested that 
in order to survive in the city the build- 
ings must predominate and overpower 
the residents. 
The political and cultural context at the 
beginning of this period helps to explain 
why this regeneration based on the im- 
provement of public spaces was possible. 
The beginning of the period coincides 
with the restoration of democracy in the 
Spanish state, which culminated in the 
first democratic local elections in spring 
1979. These returned to posts in local 
government people who until then had 
been members or simply sympathizers of 
the powerful Neighbourhood Associat- 
ions, which in the final years of the Fran- 
co regime had defended the values of the 
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city as a place for coexistence in the face 
of speculators who saw the city as an ide- 
al place for rnaking a quick killing, and 
of the technocrats, who thought that the 
problems affecting cities could be solved 
by running rnotorways across the tradi- 
tional urban fabric. 
It's easy to understand why those politi- 
cians, faced with their first decision, 
opted for the rnost irnrnediate results. The 
debate at that moment was whether it 
was best to redraft the Outline Plan for 
Urban Ordination in the new, dernocrat- 
ic context so as to irnprove the territorial 
assignations directed at the public inte- 
rest or concentrate al1 the available 
energy on doing whatever was possible 
in relation to the public space and public 
facilities, stretching the t ~ w n - ~ l a n n i n ~  
regulations already in force and rnodi- 
fying certain points where necessary. The 
second option was the one chosen and, 
in view of the change for the better that 
has taken place in our towns and cities in 
the last fifteen years, it would be true to 
say that, although the initial intention 
rnight have been opportunist in its desire 
for irnrnediate results, perseverance in this 
approach has conferred on it the cate- 
gory of rnethod. 
Debates in alrnost identical terms take 
place even today in cities wanting to get 
their future clear and whose politicians 
are uncertain whether to adopt a global, 
systematic plan of the whole or to take 
action in areas that can be worked on in 
a particular way. The debate goes on 
between the quantifiers of the urban phe- 
nornenon and those who feel that cities 
are -and can only be- built up in parts 
over the course of history and that one of 
the most substantial elernents of these 
parts is  their form. The debate i s  bound 
to go on so Iong as town-planning laws 
are based on the supposedly all-ernbrac- 
ing approach covering al1 facets of the 
cornplex phenornenon of the city. Cer- 
tainly, we have not yet found a town- 
planning instrument that will safeguard 
the social role of land as a general per- 
rnanent value and at the sarne time allow 
for the work of private prornotors with a 
specific content and unforeseeable re- 
sults. 
The presiding cultural context of the last 
few years can be surnmed up as a rnajor- 
ity conviction that the city is  still the best 
place to live from the point of view of co- 
existente, inforrnation and job availabil- 
ity. Although we cannot rule out the pos- 
sibility that progress in cornrnunications 
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technology and forms of production will 
in the future allow a physical framework 
based less on physical proximity and a 
certain crowding, this has not so far led 
to radical changes in our urban settle- 
ments. 
For the city to be of use to the citizen it 
was and i s  necessary to make its signs, 
the formal expression of its content, eas- 
ily readable, to take advantage of the 
communicative power acquired by tradi- 
tional elements: streets, avenues, squares, 
gardens, monuments, facades, etc. -in 
other words, everything making up the 
undeveloped space in the city. This public 
space i s  what has to provide people with 
the best framework for the social expres- 
sion of their individual desires. By taking 
this, the permanence of what is  essential 
to traditional urban forms, as our point 
of departure, a gradual change has been 
possible in the size of urban interven- 
tions, while maintaining a human scale 
and successfully integrating different 
types of housing, public facilities and 
communications networks. We might say 
-to use a linguistic simile- that the build- 
ings have been the words and the public 
space the syntax. 
The creation of this cultural setting has 
also involved architects who from the out- 
set have played an important part in the 
design of open spaces, with the baggage 
of knowledge and methods customary in 
architectural design. The integrated view 
of each and every one of the elements 
making up a space -technical infrastruc- 
tures, paving, lighting, vegetation, etc.- 
has been a characteristic feature of the 
period, instead of the previous sectorial 
view of each field or speciality. 
Endurance in this way of ~nderstandin~ 
the city and in the day-to-day work in 
each space has meant that today we can 
enjoy a regenerated city and have ac- 
quired a Corpus of knowledge and ins- 
truments which make the process a con- 
tinuous one. 
